This research explores young people's experiences of open access youth work and identifies what they consider to be its value. The detailed analysis of the data, achieved through focus groups revealed that 'association' was a key driver of engagement. It also highlighted the support system the youth club creates amongst the peers. The young people also valued the relationships they form with youth workers and acknowledge the support and guidance offered to them which better enables them to reflect on and navigate their complex lives. Young people also valued the acceptance they feel from the community within the youth space as comfort and reassurance when at times they do not feel like they fit in anywhere else. This research offers a significant counter to the tide of current targeted youth work policy which is resulting in the demise of a provision which, judging by the findings from this research, appears to be highly valued by, and beneficial to, young people.
1
This research is a small scale practitioner research which is an: 'enquiry that is directed towards creating and extending knowledge, illuminating and improving practice and influencing policies in an informed way' (Goodfellow, 2005: np) 
Historical Developments of Open Access Youth Work and Recent Policy Changes
To begin with it is necessary to clarify what is meant by 'open access' youth provision, as there are a number of related terms which are used to discuss youth work, such as 'universal provision' or 'generic' youth work. These terms are largely interchangeable and they are used to describe youth provision that a young person may access regardless of their background, needs or position in society (Robertson, 2005) . Open access youth work is based on voluntary participation (Davies, 2005; Jeffs & Smith, 1999) , where any young person is free to enter and leave of their own free will. Open access youth work is portrayed as an exchange which 'is volatile and voluntary, creative and collective -an association and conversation without guarantees' (In Defence of Youth Work, 2008: np) . Another key element of open access youth work is the concept of 'association' (Jeffs & Smith, 2010; Robertson, 2005 ) -the coming together in an informal group. Association in youth work places a special emphasises on the relationships between young people and the generation of a 'club' environment. As Brew (1943; cited in Jeffs & Smith, 1999: 45) explains 'a club is neither a series of individuals…nor is a club a club leader. A club is a community engaged in the task of educating itself '. Although open access youth work can take place in a detached or street based setting, as well as through other project based work (Robertson, 2005) this specific research is focussed on centre based provision -a youth club. Open access youth work is contrasted with targeted youth work, which is focused on identifying groups of young people, based on particular needs and often with predefined purposes or outcomes; often operating through 1-1 meetings between youth worker and young person.
The origins of open access youth work in the voluntary sector are over 150 years old (Jeffs & Smith, 1999; Davies, 1999) . The involvement of both central and local government in the funding youth work also began a century ago, with the provision of grants during the First World War (Davies, 1999) . However the origins of the comprehensive network of open access youth centres lies in the Albemarle report in 1960 (Ministry of Education, 1960) which resulted in the construction of over 3,300 centres in England in the following decade. The Albemarle report was also instrumental in the establishment of the local government youth service which was responsible for the delivery of youth work (Davies, 1999) . As Davies (1999: 57) points out: 'If the youth service ever had a golden age then the 1960's were certainly it'. Importantly many of these centres have until very recently continued to provide a space for young people and given them a foothold in communities, which has enabled these centres to survive the subsequent ebb and flow of policy (Ord, 2011) .
In the 50 years since Albemarle open access youth work has, to a large extent, been the modus operandi of youth work. However, in recent years youth work has witnessed a significant shift towards targeted -one to one -youth provision (e.g. This shift has not occurred overnight, for example in the 1970s Davies (1979) had noted an increasing requirement from policy makers to specify outcomes from young people's engagement in youth work. The early years of the Thatcher government also saw an attempt to impose upon youth work a curriculum predicated on outcomes (NYB, 1990; NYB, 1991; NYA, 1992; Ord, 2007) . Youth work, and in particular its outcomes, continued to be brought to account under New Labour, with its alignment to the connexions strategy and a focus on NEETs (Smith, 2002; Ord 2007 ). However open access youth work retained its foothold, as evidenced by New Labour's influential 'Transforming Youth Work' policy (DfES, 2002) which committed local authorities to providing 'a safe, warm, well equipped meeting place within reasonable distance of home, accessible to young people at times which suits them' (DfES, 2002: 22) .
The subsequent policies of Every Child Matters (DfES, 2003) and Youth Matters (DfES, 2005; DfES, 2006 ) placed a significant emphasis on the targeting of resources to those identified as most in need. They also created a new environment of integrated working, placing a duty on all services to 'work more closely together to safeguard, support and develop children and young people' (Davies & Merton, 2009: 10) . For many this created a cultural shift too far and the ethos of joined up working and information sharing jarred with youth work's values of confidentiality. De St Croix (2010) arguing that the increased 'surveillance' of young people undermined the relationship of trust between youth worker and young person. Smith maintained that the main problem was: 'There is a constant danger of formalizing activity, failing to cultivate associational life ' Smith (2005: np) .
Politicians continued to question the viability of open access youth provision, emphasising research undertaken by Fernstein (2005) which surveyed young people who belonged to youth clubs, church institutes, school clubs, sports clubs or stayed at home and then mapped them against their future outcomes in adult life. It specifically attacked youth centres, proposing the following links: 'at age 16 youth club attendance still showed up as a powerful predictor of being an offender' (Fernstein, 2005: 15) and 'being a single parent was clearly predicted by youth club attendance at 16' (Fernstein, 2005: 14) . Despite a questionable methodology which conflates causality and correlation and the fact that Feinstein ignored wider geographic and socio-economics factors, his research was highlighted by politicians (Hodge, 2005) . Davies noted (2005: 5) : 'Even within a generally affirming ministerial policy statement on youth work, 'evidence' which purports to show youth club attendance as a potentially negative influence is preferred over very recent and substantial findings by direct studies of youth work'. Despite Fernstein later retracting elements of the research and his stance on it; the data was already in circulation and continued to influence policy making. (2004) as well as Coburn (2010) . Williamson (1996) undertook research which explored the needs of young people aged 15-19. The main theme that emerged was a need for autonomy, where young people wanted to be actively participating in the people decision making process on issues which affected them.
The research also found that young people's needs were not met solely through programmes of work, trips and positive activities, but that successful projects fostered engagement and provided supportive environments where participation featured strongly. Williamson (1996: 22) also identified that young people valued somewhere to go, with a safe atmosphere and with people they could trust. This was viewed as a higher priority than the activities and resources on offer. Robertson 
Methodology
This research adopts an interpretivist epistemology attempting to elicit the meaning the young people make of their experiences rather than simply objectifying their responses (Fox & Martin, 2007) . The research was also based in a social constructionist ontological orientation believing that the world is built on social interactions within a shared reality (ibid). This perspective places the young person as the expert in their own lives and thus positions them as central to the research process. The research used qualitative methods of data collection and was inductive with: 'the aim of understanding experience as nearly as possible as its participants feel it or live it' (Sherman & Webb, 1988: 22) .
Research methods
The research took place in a relatively small open access youth club where the primary author had been a youth worker for over a year. The average attendance at the club was approximately 15 -20 young people, aged between 13 and 19. A series of focus groups were conducted primarily at a separate time to the youth club so as to not interfere with the young people's involvement in their youth club sessions.
Over 50% of the regular members of the club took part in at least one of the focus groups. All the participants were deemed able to provide consent as they attend the session of their own volition. Anonymity was assured to the young people who seemed pleased that the practitioner researcher was interested to find out about their experience, the participants were reassured that the club or any of the young people within it would not be identifiable.
The focus groups were carried out with a variety of youth centre participants including regular attendees and those on the periphery, using a snowball sampling Despite the volume of data collected initial themes emerged very quickly from the data, such as the importance of friendship and peer networks as a motivating factor for attending the sessions. The data was rigorously analysed using thematic analysis to: 'provide a rich and detailed, yet complex account of [the] data' (Braun & Clarke (2006: 5) . This followed a 4 stage process which included initial coding, final coding, and pile building Harvey (1990) ; resulting in the establishment of 2 overarching themes and a number of final codes within them. 'happiness! I go to youth club to be happy!' Some young people did however acknowledge other, more significant, consequences of consistent engagement with the youth club, for example when discussing why they came to the club and how they described it to their friends, one young person said: 'I told them it's what keeps me out of shit these days'. As Robertson (2005) reflected on the role youth clubs fulfil -it is vital for young people to form social networks away from their family. But this research builds on this and begins to shed light on the wider significance that youth clubs play in the lives of young people.
Final

Youth Work Process
The second over-arching theme of the 'youth work process' perhaps surprisingly emerged later on in the analysis. At first it appeared that few young people mentioned the youth work process. However as the data was studied in more depth it became evident that many of responses were encapsulated under this theme, as
their experience of open access youth work was informed and underpinned directly by the process of youth work. A process which is built on relationships which as Ord (ibid). This process of 'working with' young people on their terms in a respectful and accepting manner (Jeffs & Smith, 2005 ) is integral to the process of youth work.
However it is also: 'seeking to go beyond where young people start, in particular by encouraging them to be outward looking, critical and creative in their responses to their experience and the world around them' (Davies, 2015: 100) . The culture of acceptance discussed previously underpins association and is also a product of the relationships that have been built up and established.
Many of the responses which link to the theme of relationships linking to the youth work process emerged from discussions about how things had changed for the young people. For example in the following exchange:
Young person: 'I used to be all hard sometimes and like, threaten people, mainly (named young person) when he upset my mates. Then for some reason I stopped and now I just come in and be normal'.
Researcher: 'yea we've had some conversations about that haven't we'
Young person: 'yea, you spoke to me in the office, its ok now I think I needed it'.
Later in the same focus group another young person made reference to not wanting to be excluded from the club, 'even though there's people here that wind me up I don't cause any trouble…well not much anyway'. When questioned why he is able to control his behaviour now. He replied 'well cos we don't want to get kicked out I guess'. These comments do not make explicit reference to the skills of the youth workers or the process that has been worked through. The youth work process has underpinned the alteration in the way the young people deal with certain situations.
Implicit in these comments is a recognition of the process of developmental change that has taken place, based on an engagement over time between a youth worker and a young person, an important part of which is the trust established within the relationship between the youth worker and the young person.
Often framed as 'positive activities', youth work policy has placed as increasing emphasis on the importance of activities in recent years (DfCSF, 2007; DfE, 2011) . feelings that what is important is 'the youth workers are really easy to talk to and we can just come in and do whatever we want, like hang out with our mates'.
Interestingly, although there is some interest in the activities on offer within the centre this is of secondary importance. The research acknowledges that the space provided enables an opportunity for young people to be both themselves, be with both other peers and youth workers, and enables them to both relax and engage in conversations. It is notable that this approach contrasts markedly with the dominant policy approach which emphasises activity based programmes and is outcomes and target driven (Smith, 2003; Ord, 2007; Davies, 2008) where everything is ideal and open access youth clubs should not be idealised. It is evident from the data that the youth club caters for a diverse range of needs and meeting these represents a challenge. For example some young people prefer the club when it is 'quiet and lovely', others are happier when it is 'hectic'. It is evident that whilst youth work is committed to establishing and maintaining a practice which 'is volatile and voluntary, creative and collective -an association and conversation without guarantees ' (In Defence of Youth Work, 2014) . This can provide a challenge to inclusivity (Batsleer, 2009 (Davies, 2005) and the resulting free expression of the young people do provide the foundation of this much needed youth work practice.
Significance of the findings
The findings are significant both in terms of the critique it offers of current youth work policy and in the light it sheds on how we understand young people's social relationships. Contemporary youth work policy places an over emphasis on targeted youth work, orientated to the pro-social development of individuals. This primarily focuses on 1-1 encounters between young people and youth workers and is specifically aimed at rectifying identified 'problems'. This research evidences the benefits of group formation and identity for young people in social spaces of their own choosing. Whilst these spaces can be challenging both for young people and youth workers, and require highly skilled practitioners to manage the complex group dynamics. The benefit of the interdependence that is generated in such groups settings, enables a depth of interaction and learning which is absent from the more 
